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SUBJECT: POLITICS OF STAGE THREE: TYING THE CAN 

1. AS THE COAL DISPUTE DRAGS ON AND THE THREE-DAY WORK 
WEEK BEGINS TO BITE, BRITISH POLITICIANS ARE MANEUVER- 
ING TO AVOID THE ELECTORAL FALLOUT. ALL TOO AWARE THAT 

A FULL CONFRONTATION BETWEEN THE MINERS AND THE GOVERN- 
MENT COULD PRECIPITATE AN EARLY GENERAL ELECTION, BOTH 
MAJOR PARTIES ARE UNDERSTANDABLY SEEKING TO PIN THE 
BLAME ON ONE ANOTHER. 

2. LEADING THE ATTACK FOR LABOR, TONY BENN, SHADOW 
MINISTER FOR TRADE AND INDUSTRY, HAS WRITTEN LETTERS 
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TO THE PRIME MINISTER DEMANDING DETAILED INFORMATION 
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ON COAL STOCKPILES AND CHALLENGING THE NEED TO REDUCE 
THE WORK WEEK AT ALL. HE AND OTHER LABOR SPOKESMEN 
HAVE ACCUSED THE PM OF EXAGGERATING THE GRAVITY OF THE 
SITUATION AND DELIBERATELY TAKING DRACONIAN MEASURES 
IN ORDER TO INFLAME POPULAR OPINION AGAINST THE 
MINERS - ALL TO ENHANCE CONSERVATIVE CHANCES IN A 
SNAP GENERAL ELECTION. 

3. GOVERNMENT SPOKESMEN, IN REPLY, HAVE SUPPLIED THE 
DATA DEMANDED BY BENN AND REAFFIRMED THE NECESSITY 

OF THE MEASURES TAKEN. HEATH HAS PERSONALLY LAID FULL 
BLAME ON THE MINERS AND SAID THERE COULD BE NO JUSTI- 
FICATION FOR THE DAMAGE THEIR INDUSTRIAL ACTION WAS 
INFLICTING ON THE BRITISH ECONOMY. HE HAS ALSO CALLED 
ON BENN TO STATE PUBLICLY THAT UNIONS AND EMPLOYERS 
SHOULD ACCEPT STAGE THREE LIMITATIONS ON WAGE SETTLE- 
MENTS. 

4. THE LIBERALS HAVE REMAINED QUIET THROUGH ALL THIS, 

AT LEAST UNTIL YESTERDAY, WHEN CYRIL SMITH, THEIR 
SPOKESMAN ON INDUSTRIAL AFFAIRS, CRITICIZED THEIR 
LEADER, JEREMY THORPE, FOR LACK OF ACTION. CONCERNED 
NO DOUBT THAT THE LIBERAL PARTY MIGHT BE VIEWED AS 
INCREASINGLY IRRELEVANT IN THIS PERIOD OF NATIONAL 
CRISIS, SMITH WROTE TO THORPE ASKING, "WHEN THE HELL 
ARE WE GOING TO DO SOMETHING?" 

5. MEANWHILE, ALL THREE PARTY HEADQUARTERS ARE ACCELERA- 
TING THEIR CONTINGENCY PREPARATIONS FOR A SNAP GENERAL 
ELECTION. 

6. COMMENT: THE CONVENTIONAL WISDOM AMONG POLITICAL 
PUNDITS IS THAT IN AN ELECTION FOUGHT ON THE ISSUE OF 
WHO GOVERNS BRITAIN, THE GOVERNMENT WOULD BE RETURNED 
WITH AN INCREASED MAJORITY. THIS IS PROBABLY TRUE AS 

FAR AS IT GOES, BUT MUCH DEPENDS ON HOW THE GOVERNMENT 
HANDLES ITSELF DURING THE NEXT FEW WEEKS. IT MUST BE 
SEEN TO BE BOTH FIRM AND FAIR WITH THE MINERS, AND IT 
MUST PERSUADE THE ELECTORATE THAT THE MEASURES IT HAS 
TAKEN AND THE CONSEQUENT HARDSHIPS INFLICTED ARE 
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NECESSARY AND ARE THE FAULT OF THE UNIONS. 

7. THE LABOR PARTY, BECAUSE OF ITS CLOSE IDENTIFICATION 
WITH THE UNIONS, REALIZES THAT ITS OWN ELECTORAL 
PROSPECTS WILL SUFFER IF THE GOVERNMENT SUCCEEDS IN 
MOBILIZING POPULAR SUPPORT AGAINST THE MINERS. IT 
MUST SEEK THEREFORE BOTH TO COUNTER THE GOVERNMENT'S 
CASE AND TO BROADEN THE ARGUMENT SO AS TO INCLUDE 
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ISSUES LESS TO THE GOVERNMENT'S ADVANTAGE, E.G., 

ALLEGED MISMANAGEMENT OF THE ECONOMY, TAX DISCRIMINA- 
TION IN FAVOR OF THE RICH, COSTS OF EC MEMBERSHIP, ETC. 

WHETHER OR NOT THE NEXT GENERAL ELECTION IS IN FACT 
CALLED ANYTIME SOON, THIS PAST WEEK'S PARTISAN EXCHANGES 
INDICATE THAT AT LEAST THE RUN-UP CAMPAIGN HAS NOW 
BEGUN IN EARNEST. 

SOHM 
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